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Dedication


In memory of Acorn, 2020-2022. You are missed! 











The count watched as the young man’s fingers glided effortlessly into place over the old, ivory keys of the instrument. He wondered what could cause someone with such a naturally inartistic disposition to produce notes so beautiful, so akin to the human heart. But the answer that called to him was too simple.... Ah! The boy had been in love. 
-Lenin Nikitovitch, The Pianist, 1878.










Chapter 1


Willow
I should have been grateful to survive the apocalypse. 
People had speculated how the world would end since the dawn of civilization. Theories of floods and asteroids gave way to talk of alien invasions, mutated monsters and solar wipeouts. Movies were filmed, books were written, and over time the matter alternated from seriousness to a trivial entertainment trope. What no one had considered was the after part of the end of the world, the subsequent chaos and rebuilding without an end in sight.
The room I waited in now was a tall, open hangar operating as a base for the United States Navy. It was the hottest day so far in the year, mid-June, and a large fan nearby tuned out the crickets chirping outside and the murmurs and typing of the overworked pencil pushers within. Near the entry I’d just come in through, one flap of the tent kept blowing outward and admitting more of the hot air in. My eyes landed on a plaque naming the location, its position in the navy, and its commanding officers.
“Are you here for a job?” The man who asked me stood in full navy uniform, a tall figure with blue eyes and a name tag that read Wang.
“Yes,” I said, fingers curling around my leatherette purse strap. A housefly buzzed around me and landed on my arm, and I swatted it away.
“Have a seat.” He pointed to a small metal chair on one side of a folding table.
It had been three months since “normal,” since before the aliens, but already my old life felt like a distant dream. Before the insanity started, I had spent my days working as an usher for Minnow Cinema and a substitute teacher at the local middle school. My nights I had spent with boxed wine and a rotation of TV subscriptions in a state of unending spinsterhood, doomed to an apartment that didn’t even allow cats. Both jobs had gone down the drain after the government announced the existence of intelligent alien life.
No one knew what to think of the news at first. The statement was issued by joint world leaders and broadcast everywhere simultaneously. We were told to remain calm, that we were working peacefully with the aliens who wished to bring us into their age of star-struck luxuries. To the relief of some and the disappointment of others, this didn’t lead to an end of war or a unified world government, but instead to anarchy and mob rule. The cities tumbled first in their riots. Then came the shortages, the backups and blackouts, the hysterical sensation that we were nothing but a blip on the screen of a fascinating and gigantic universe brimming with intelligent life. Whether the aliens were friendly or not didn’t matter. The one thing that mattered was that our old position at the top of the food chain was gone forever. Humanity was only a small piece of the puzzle that spanned the universe.
“Canary?” asked Wang as I slipped my paperwork before him.
“That’s right.” The fly landed again on my arm, in the same spot as before. I pretended not to notice it.
Human canaries were test subjects, explorers. The galaxy was opened to intelligent life, but none of its venues had been tested yet for human consumption. Was the atmosphere breathable? Was the floor stable, the sounds within an acceptable range and the colors visible? Canaries were the ones who answered those questions through experience.
“Your contract will last for three months,” said Wang. “You’ll have ninety days stationed in space before returning here to the base. You brought your luggage along, right?”
“I left it outside on the platform.”
He nodded. “Good. On your return, we’ll pay five hundred thousand dollars to your account and give you your certificate.”
“That sounds like more money than it is,” I observed.
“Would your old job pay better?”
I smiled at him and shook my head.
“I didn’t think so. Let’s get on with your physical. Can you read the sign back there?” asked Wang. He shifted back in his chair and pointed to a vision chart pinned to the wall behind him.
I recited the letters.
“Now stand up and touch your toes.”
I stood, and I touched them.
Wang passed me three sheets of paper to sign. “One for you, one for us, and one for your employer,” he said.
I read the terms carefully. No one had died yet as a canary, but the program was constantly changing and in its current state had only been in place for two weeks. I was signing my life to this project. I wouldn’t be able to come back if I changed my mind. I wouldn’t take anything on the trip. Everything I had more than the clothes on my back and an old book had to stay here at the base, where they’d mail it to my sister and next of kin.
Then I signed. Willow Rivera for me, Willow Rivera for the navy, and Willow Rivera for whoever took me from here. “How long will I need to wait?” I asked as I slid the papers back.
“We can’t afford to wait. We’ll take you this minute.” Wang signed his own name under mine and added a time and date. Then he stood, paced around the table to my side, and extended a hand. “Welcome to the US Navy, Miss Rivera,” he said. 
I stood and shook it.
“If you place your phone in the basket here, we’ll send it back to your contact. No digital technology is allowed.”
I nodded.
Wang continued. “We have your placement already, and they should be ready to go immediately. Do you see that ship right there?”
He pointed to something I would have assumed to be an elaborate tourist grab if it weren’t for the seriousness of the situation. The underside of the vessel was silver and glimmered hotly in the sunlight. The topside was more of a matte slate gray, forming an elongated disk that took an entire runway.
I stepped forward. I knew that leaving immediately was a possibility, but I wished I could have at least a day or two to mentally prepare. “It looks like you could fit a full shopping mall in there.”
Wang nodded. “If you say so. It belongs to a traveling Chromian band, the Cosmic Craze. They’re on tour and want their venues acceptable to humans. Their previous arrangement didn’t work, so we promised them someone else.”
“On tour?” I echoed the word dumbly. To me, aliens were formal and official, not meddling with our private lives but in constant and unending talks with our rulers and legislation. I didn’t know what that term meant, on tour.
Wang shrugged. “They’re a rock band. Or the space age equivalent, at least. Their tour will last all of your three months, so it should be an easy gig. Come out with me and I’ll introduce you to the manager.”
I followed him, fanning myself semi-consciously in the late spring heat. It still didn’t feel real, not any of it. I was standing here in a navy base walking out to a starship, and a part of me still thought I was dreaming, sleeping in on a weekday morning. 
Nearby was a parking lot, fenced off with bold orange cones and a warning that we were in a classified region and that no photos or unqualified personnel were allowed. I felt like I was breaking a dozen regulations by walking back here. I hardly knew what I was doing.
A breeze washed over me the moment I stepped into the sunlight. The sky was blue, and I guessed it was a beautiful day to leave the planet. I’d left my apartment a month ago and moved in with my sister Emma and her new husband. I’d been living on a couch since then, battling a looming mental breakdown and wondering if I even had a place in the chaotic new world disorder. 
Emma was the one who linked me to the canary program last week. I laughed when I first saw the brochure, but she said that with the money they offered, she’d take the job herself if she wasn’t tied down via marriage. She had a point. Stable jobs didn’t exist anymore, so why not join the navy and travel the stars? It could be a lot of fun. The web page featured interviews with people talking about the wonders of alien cultures and star travel and fine dining. Canaries got to live the best life in order to prove that life in deep space was safe for celebrities and presidents.
We stood near a narrow metal staircase that led to the main door of the ship. “They’ll take care of languages and translation, food, water, and a place to stay should you need it,” said Wang, resting his hand on the railing and then removing it as it touched his skin. “At the end of your three months, we’ll send a shuttle out to take you back home, where you’ll find your payment waiting in the bank. Thanks again for your service.”
A door slid open, and a round man in a striped gray and brown suit disembarked. I noticed a pair of tiny tusks poking over his bottom lip as he descended. An alien. This was my first sighting in real life. Other than the tusks, he appeared mostly human, with a bald brown head and a couple of warts dotting his face. Behind him came a second figure, someone tall and angelic and whom I suddenly couldn’t look at because of the way the sun illuminated him from behind. I held my hand up as a visor. This second person had feathery white hair, a shiny red jacket and lips drawn in a narrow pout as he paused a moment on the top of the stairs.
“Alizar, it’s a pleasure to meet you,” said Wang, shaking one of the round man’s hands in both of his heartily. “This is Willow Rivera, the new canary you asked for.”
“Wang, Willow,” Alizar said with a hint of a lisp. “Your language lends itself well to alliteration.”
I blushed, but I had hardly heard Alizar’s greeting. Right now I couldn’t look away from the second figure, and for a moment the man in the jacket glanced at me as well. But the look he gave me wasn’t one of wonder. It was disdain, and only disdain that someone who was that impossibly glamorous could show. “Are you really the best the human navy has to offer?” he asked, lips pulling up in a sneer.
Alizar pulled him to the side with a word in an alien language and then turned to us. “My apologies. Zylon Mars, our featured vocalist. Zylon, this is Willow Rivera.”
Zylon half-worded my name but refused to shake my hand. “Alizar. A word. Now,” he said.
“Of course.” Alizar began to follow his charge and turned back. “Feel free to get settled on our ship, Willow. Your room is all ready for you. It’s the first door on the left. It is an honor for you to work with Zylon and the Craze.”
Wang nodded lightly as he looked at me. “This is where we’ll part ways. The ship is cooling from its descent now, but they expect to take off by the end of the day. It’s a big trip. Is there anyone you wish to say goodbye to before you leave?”
I swallowed. The immensity of what I was about to do hit me with a new force. “If I say goodbye, I might not come back,” I said. “Is there any guarantee that if I pass through that door, I’ll come out in one piece?”
“If we could guarantee that, we wouldn’t be hiring,” said Wang.
I’d read that many alien ships didn’t land on the surface of the planet itself because of the dangers of atmospheric entry. This craft had been designed for it, and I’d have to trust that my new colleagues knew what they were doing. When I took another step forward, I turned around and glanced again at Zylon Mars. Despite not being human, he looked so real that I could forget that I had never before seen one of these creatures before, and so dazzling that I knew I’d never rid my brain of his silhouette cut against the dry midwestern landscape.




Chapter 2


Zylon
No one had told me that Earth was a hot planet. Alizar told me this world was temperate before we came down. Temperate. Wasn’t that supposed to mean relatively relaxed temperatures? Something comfortable and natural? 
Alizar had the habit of forgetting that I was Chromian, and forgetting that I was a polar Chromian at that. At least, I wanted to think that he forgot. Realistically the others were right in saying that he knew exactly what we were and had a personal vendetta against our entire race.
The moment I stepped out of the Dashii, I almost fainted from the sweltering climate. The air was dry, forceful, and I shuddered at the horrors that it could cause to my skin from even one short visit. I hurried after Alizar. Alizar loved to treat me like I was a child, limited in comprehension and owing my success to the restrictions that he set. He kept my contract in a sleek steel carpetbag and waved it in front of me anytime I questioned his judgment. Then there was the expression, the smug upper pull of his lips that made his tusks protrude and the drool visible around his gums.
I caught my breath. It hurt to breathe air like this. It was too damp, too humid—which in turn only amplified the heat. The ladder to our ship wobbled under my step while burning my hand with the time it had spent in the sun. I made a mental note to myself that Earth was not a planet worth setting foot on again in the foreseeable future. These people came out of the stone age even more recently than mine, petite pink and brown figures with stubby fingers and mousy hair.
Alizar turned when I reached him and introduced me to the new canary who would be traveling with us. After the problems our last canary had brought upon our previous trip, I struggled to see the point of our having a canary with us at all. Besides, a canary wouldn’t do a thing when half the galaxy banned Chromians from even performing. We were too dangerous—we, ourselves. Never mind the venues that had to pass through a near-infinite number of safety regulation checks and adhere to protocols that made no measurable difference according to any polls or tests.
Our new, second human canary was a female, like the last, not unattractive as far as humans went, with long, black-brown hair she kept down her back in a single braid. For a second I sized her up, but only for a second. If this was the navy’s idea of a good pair-up, then I had no faith in the human navy. This girl’s eyes were too wide, her adrenaline too strong. The workable canaries were the matter-of-fact type who couldn’t be startled or scared by anything. This girl looked at me with eyes that were pitiably wide with concern. She was afraid of us, afraid of her entire job of sitting around.
I tapped into the far fringes of her mind without thinking. No one would ever find out about it except for me and her if she noticed. I was brilliant at mind reading. When I was younger I used to brag about it. Then I learned that “mind” was a dirty word in the rest of the civilized world. Especially when it came to things like reading minds, manipulating minds, or sending your thoughts into someone else’s mind for an innocent prank. People liked Chromians about as much as they liked armed bears. We had come so far as predators that everyone else feared us, and if they feared us, they locked us away from them.
So much the worse for them.
I had learned to cut back in situations where it wasn’t polite. The Cosmic Craze—the band Alizar paired me with when I first signed a contract with him—were Chromians as well, from the cities in the temperate zones. They were much timider of their power than I was, to the point of being afraid to use it or admit to owning it, but by now we could open up to each other. Silently, in the middle of our more clandestine moments. Otherwise, I saved my magic for the auditorium. Fans welcomed it and embraced my mental presence with everything they had. Even if they weren’t used to that form of communication, they let me in without a problem.
But not this girl. I almost lost my footing on the lowest stair and stumbled onto the blacktop below. She knew about us already. She must have. She shielded her thoughts while meeting my eyes without missing a moment.
“Are you really the best the human navy has to offer?” I asked. 
Alizar apologized to her, to them. He shook their hands. That was what humans did in greeting, just like the Parvini only without the bow. I didn’t care to take part in an alien ceremony unless it was a photo op or unless I was meeting someone important. I took Alizar by the arm and pulled him away while the woman boarded our ship.
“What’s the deal?” I hissed when I was alone with my manager. “We can’t bring her on board. Is she the best they have?”
He tapped my shoulder, and I released him. “For Zylon Mars, yes.”
He kept marching. We were supposed to meet with the president of the United States to start my reputation here, but right now I didn’t care. I jogged to keep up. “You’re lying to me. I know you’re lying. You never settle for the first thing they offer.”
“Speed is of the essence. I considered keeping that Jean Slater woman—”
“Don’t even say that creature’s name,” I said, shuddering at the thought of the canary we had just shuttled back with us.
“Jean Slater,” he repeated, taunting me to my face. “But I think she’s in it for the fame, and it’s bad optics if you’re seen traveling with a woman who’s constantly batting her eyelashes at you.”
I fought my gagging reflexes. “They didn’t actually think we were together, did they?”
“You saw that article the Interior Monitor did on you last week, didn’t you?”
I bristled. He didn’t need to say more. The Monitor had spun everything to make it sound like I was all but married to the woman. “Wedding Bells for Zylon” was the title, and no matter how hard I blinked, the words always appeared to me behind my closed eyelids.
“Now relax, Zylon. I have everything under control. One quick photo shoot and we’re all done here,” said Alizar. “Right this way.”
I scanned the rims of the parking lot for crowds. We hadn’t spread to this part of the galaxy yet. That meant a relative break for me, which I counted as necessary given that the heat of this place felt like cheap stage lighting. I followed Alizar into a glorified tent nearby. The metal construction was thin, dark, and fortified by a layer of canvas, and the extra buzzing fans did nothing but circulate heat to corners where it was already stifling. “We could get a male canary, couldn’t we?” I asked. “They have males here, right?”
Originally, I’d been the one to fight for a female canary. I looked better with a woman or three on me, but Jean had gotten too close too often. Willow—the girl I’d met on the outside—would have the opposite problem. I could tell. I was willing to give up that particular check mark to have someone I could relax with.
Alizar turned to me and harrumphed. Behind him, I saw a bunch of human men in suits filing into the tent in a narrow line. The president? I couldn’t tell which it was and whether it mattered. A woman came in behind with a camera. “You have too much trouble with women, Zylon,” said Alizar. “From now on, I’m making the decisions. Willow came to us on recommendation from the human navy. If they don’t know what they’re doing, then we’re all in deep trouble. Now here comes President Hutchinson. Smile and wave.” He said the last three words like he was pointing a gun at my head.
I slid into character at once. I could do it without thinking, these days, straightening my back and broadening my smile, stepping forward delicately over the rough concrete flooring. I turned my attention to the photographer first. “Mr. President?” I asked, extending my hand.
She covered her mouth with delight and then reached forward to shake my hand. “Mandy Potts, photographer,” she said, crinkling her eyes with a thrill. “The president is over there.”
Alizar nodded approvingly as I apologized for the error and turned. For the next thirty seconds, I stood with the president’s hand in mine and my free hand touching the back of his arm. President Hutchinson looked embarrassingly normal to me, in a nondescript and likely off-brand brown jacket and thinning brown hair combed over his scalp. He told me what an honor it was to meet me. One of his secretaries produced a poster of my last tour, Millenium, and asked me to sign it. So they had heard of me. Or were beginning to, anyway.
“It’s for my daughter,” he said as I scrawled the three characters that spelled my name.
“Tell her to hang it up wherever your moon shines brightest in the room,” I said. “We designed these ones to look the best in the moonlight.”
He was dazzled at the very idea.
As the team filed away from us at last, I turned to Alizar, my smile faded, wiping the sweat from my palms.
“We’ll need to make a stop here in the future, you know. I hear your fandom has been growing.”
“Not on your life,” I muttered, holding a finger forward. “I don’t care if any of these people like me or not. Let’s get back to the ship.”
The light outside of the base was blinding and disorienting, and I found myself wishing I had thought to wear a hat today or an especially dark pair of sunglasses as we stepped outside. Humans, I assumed, must have lived an especially bleak existence.





Chapter 3


Willow
Zylon Mars was the star, and there could be no doubt, no lingering hesitation, about it. I’d never heard the name before. It sounded comical and made up. Mars, like the planet? These people must have come from light-years away. Still, under the arrogance, he wasn’t bad, for an alien. He stood tall and confident in his posters, which lined the narrow halls of the ship as I entered. He had large eyes, bigger than a human’s with more of a slant. Or maybe that was the glamour makeup plastered over his face. His hair was different as well, white as snow and downy, floating in the air in all directions as it spilled around his face. 
My room was the first door on the left. This ship felt like an airplane, or at least the hall nearest the entrance did. Everything was thin, light and metallic. While light panels illuminated the hall from the ceiling, I saw no opening to the outdoors around me, no windows and only further doors to my right and left. I paused and looked at the labels on the door, marked with unfamiliar, Asian-style characters, and then I saw a printed label on one that marked it as the canary quarters. I had no idea how much English these people spoke. Unfortunately for me, language was a relative weak spot. I wouldn’t know where to start learning something like this.
I pushed the door open. My room was small. Too small for comfort. I had a modest bed built into the wall, a closet and a half bath with a sink inside of the shower. This wasn’t as flashy as I would have expected for a celebrity tour bus, but then again, I wasn’t a member of the band. 
Next to the bed was a modest red leather purse. This looked familiar. It was from Earth, I realized with interest at the familiarity of the brand name printed near the handles. I’d seen that brand in department stores before they all closed a month or two ago, their large rooms repurposed for community stockpiling or military use. Where did the aliens pick this up?
I pulled it up by the straps. The purse was full, and it smelled like cherry lipstick and vanilla spice.
“Hey, is my bag in here?”
I almost dropped the purse in my shock. The woman who entered the room was taller than I was and approximately my age, wiry with cropped blond hair that fluffed out like a halo around her ears. “Here. Here it is. I didn’t know this was yours,” I said, handing it to her and trying not to stare.
“Thanks.” She opened it and picked through it as if to make sure I hadn’t pocketed anything.
Another human. I perked up. I had assumed I’d be here alone with the aliens, but if there were more of us, maybe we could form our own coterie of mutual support. I smiled as broadly as I could. “Hi, I’m Willow. I’m going to be working here. It’s a tight room, isn’t it?”
The blond looked up from her purse. “Are you a canary?”
“Yeah, first assignment.”
“Welcome to the club,” she said with a nod. “The space sickness doesn’t last long, and if you’ve been wanting a break from the chaos unfolding on Earth, these guys have a pretty solid schedule lined up. My name’s Jean.”
“Are you stationed here too?” I asked.
Jean shook her head and glanced at the door. “Afraid not. I was with them for a while, but then apparently I did something to piss off Zylon, and Alizar told me they were switching me out. It’s nothing personal. They say.” She held up her hands in finger quotes over the last words, but I began to feel less certain about my own future. This was a military operation, after all. I had signed my name to the contract without even reading it. How much had I missed from the fine print?
I had understood that anyone could be a canary. It was an easy job. All you had to do was not die. What did Jean do that got her in trouble? “Is it hard?” I asked.
“Ha,” said Jean. “Not at all. At least, not the job. But let me tell you something about these guys. The Chromians. Do you know anything about them?”
“No,” I said.
She cocked her head to the side. “Be careful. They’re not like human men. These guys are natural predators, and they’re banned on most civilized premises. I got a little carried away with them.”
When she said the word “predators,” the first thing I thought of was an old 1980s movie starring Arnold Schwarzenegger. Zylon Mars gave off the opposite impression, bold and artistic.
My confusion must have shown on my face because Jean shook her head. “They won’t attack you or anything. But they’re telepaths. They have the power to plant thoughts in your head, talk to you silently, or even control your mind. It’s easy to get too involved with things once it starts.”
I placed my fingers to my temples as if to ward away any invisible thought beams. Mind control? Telepathy? No one had braced me for that. All I heard was that the aliens were much like we were, that we were on even footing when we were in their presence. Looking back on my brief encounter with Zylon, I could remember something different now, a stinging sensation in the middle of my head when we made eye contact. I shivered. 
“Most of them won’t do it,” she said. “They’ve all been instructed to leave you alone. But it’s easy to get carried away. Especially with Zylon. Keep a distance from him, okay? Don’t let him try any of his flirtations on you. You’ll lose yourself to him in the end, same as I did, and you won’t even regret it.”
Her words carried an unnerving effect on my mind. I stepped over to the bed built into the wall and sat down on the thinly padded surface. The mattress was nothing more than a thin futon, and under that, I could feel the same hard metal shelving that made up the rest of the room.
“I’m getting off this thing. We’re in Ohio, right?”
“Yep, on a hot day.”
“I’m glad the sun still rises here, you know?” 
And she left. For a moment I continued to sit there, thinking of my encounter with Zylon and about the chance that he could possibly control my mind. According to an itinerary on the back of my door, I had a few hours left before takeoff. A map of the ship under the itinerary reassured me that there were plenty of lounging and recreational rooms on the ship. The bedrooms were the smallest compartments, with most of the Craze sharing one and Alizar, Zylon and I each getting our own. I couldn’t spend all my time on this ship in a cramped room like this. I realized it was only a matter of time before I would be forced to mingle, to learn more about my alien hosts. The anticipation tied my stomach into knots as I thought about it.




Chapter 4


Willow
Under normal circumstances and even under my mindset when I’d first boarded, I would have found my quarters too small for comfort. But normal circumstances were over. Not long after Jean left, I found myself curled into a fetal position on my bed, wishing I could sleep this whole thing off or wake up and find out that it was another dream. I’d experienced more than my fair share of stress dreams since I had first considered signing up as a canary. I pictured green men with egg-shaped heads zapping me onto their flying saucers, but the truth was far more unsettling. I couldn’t avoid the aliens now, couldn’t tell myself this was a far-fetched idea. I’d passed the point of no return. 
I lost track of time as I lay there. I checked my watch once or twice but gave up when I realized that today was going to last forever. Eventually, I began to relax. Everything was taken care of. All I had to do was live for three months, and I’d be returned home with my money in hand.
Then came the knock on the door. I should have expected it. I would have been content to stay in here until hunger or dehydration chased me out in search of sustenance, but when the knock came a second time, I rolled into a sitting position and stared apprehensively ahead. “I’m coming,” I said.
I wiped some sleep from my eyes, stood up, and smoothed the powder-blue linen blanket on my mattress before I opened the door.
Alizar stood before me, almost comical with the tusks but just jarring enough to lock me into a state of disorientation. “Miss Rivera,” he said. “Have you found everything to your liking?”
I turned and remembered again how cramped this room felt and how little it had to offer. Then I pivoted toward Alizar and shot him a thumbs up. “It’s perfect. Very cozy in here,” I said.
He smiled, an expression that accented his worst features. “Excellent,” he said. “I just wanted you to know what we will be taking off soon. I realize this is your first trip into space, so I thought I’d check in. You know, the view is quite spectacular from the observation lounge.” He pointed down the hall.
I bore no desire to witness our departure. I would have preferred an anesthesiologist stand over me with a needle and wake me up once we were already gone, and my knees stiffened as I considered what vision I would soon behold. “Thanks,” I said, peeking into the hall.
Alizar’s shoulders dropped. “The others are rehearsing for the next show right now, so you can explore alone if you wish.” 
“Thanks. I’ll consider it,” I said.
“Your luggage is out there as well. You might want to settle in. No rush.”
I nodded. I couldn’t fight that suggestion. I had dropped my small suitcase off at the navy base before filling in my application. I hadn’t thought of it since then. It was a relief that I had a good enough sense of direction to avoid getting lost on my way back.
The hallway out of my room ended in a simple white door made of plastic so thin I could see the light from the other side. I slid it to the side thinking at first that we might as well be traveling the stars in an aluminum can, but what I saw on the other side surprised me. 
The aliens, all of them, were more advanced than humans. At least as far as space travel was concerned. I didn’t need the news or media to tell me that much. But this place didn’t feel like it had come out of the future. Or even the present. 
Stepping through that door was like stepping through a portal back in time. I couldn’t put a decade on it. The colors were white, silver, and purple with dashes of midnight blue and red along the trimming. Space-age. That was the term my brain gave it, and that was what I stuck with. Space-age shag carpeting—white here by the door and cutting away in blue and violet rings further to the back of the lounge. There was a space-age bar with bottles behind it and silver trimming and five tall bar stools on the other side. And, best of all, a space-age viewing lounge with a long silver handrail stretching along the curved, exterior side of the room. The walls were fully transparent, with sheer windows showing the grass and sky around us. I stepped forward and wrapped my fingers along the rail. It was smooth to the touch and cold.
Soon the windows dimmed. I noticed a buzz under my feet. The engine hummed too low to hear well, but it was certainly present. I took a breath. We didn’t shoot up into the sky like a rocket. We hovered at first, detaching from the ground with a slight wobble that made me think of a hot air balloon losing its ties.
I glanced around. Apparently, seat belts weren’t a thing on starships, and the handrail promised limited support. I braced myself and gripped until my knuckles turned white. 
Then the door opened behind me. I turned my head to see three Chromians tumbling in, chattering at once in an unfamiliar language and much more casually dressed than Zylon. 
The Cosmic Craze.
Alizar had told me they’d all be at rehearsal and that I’d be alone. Alizar was wrong, or they’d ended early. Either way, I released my hold, and for one long moment, I stood at the front of the room and they stood in the back, and we stared at each other like we were waiting to see who would blink first. I wondered if they were reading my mind. Would I know it if they did? Would I be able to guard against them? Then one of them stepped forward in a pair of thick black work boots and extended a hand.
“Sly,” he said. “Sly Lyet.” He was introducing himself.
“I’m Willow Rivera,” I said, and then the ship lurched hard to the side.
I didn’t have a chance to brace myself, and before I knew it, I had landed hard on my shoulder on the blue side of the carpeted floor, holding myself back from falling onto the window as the planet Earth grew smaller and the sky larger with every second. I yelped. 
Sly dodged to my side and I got my first solid glimpse of him as he helped me back to my feet. He looked much darker than Zylon, with hair a shade of brown that was almost black, but still downy and floating about his face. And his eyes—they didn’t look like human eyes, either. The pupils were vertical slits, like the eyes of a cat. I hadn’t noticed the feature on Zylon when I had met him, and it unnerved me now.
“We didn’t... mean to surprise you,” Sly said haltingly as he helped me to my feet. He stood the tallest of the trio and appeared to be a ringleader. 
“I thought you were rehearsing or something,” I said, pointing to the door. “Your English is great.”
Sly touched a hand to his cheek. “I’m sorry. I have
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